Open House by Burnet, Kathy
Sketch
Volume 34, Number 3 1968 Article 9
Open House
Kathy Burnet∗
∗Iowa State University
Copyright c©1968 by the authors. Sketch is produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press (bepress).
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/sketch
Open House 
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Sociology, Jr. 
T P H E BOYS were racing again. Carol and I lay on our 
-™- sleeping bags listening to the hooves pounding the turf 
around the church. Again they galloped past our windows, 
and again. It was two a.m. and we had closed our nightly 
open house and had just turned off the lights. The little 
church was the only structure on the Hurricane Hills Indian 
Reserve, except the school, that had electricity. 
It was cold, but wrapped in the warmth of myself, I was 
content in my sleeping bag. Carol's face in the white moon-
light was all I could see of her. She was listening as I listened. 
The boys raced past again, hoof beats pounding in the moon-
light, pulsing with exhilaration. Carol yawned. "Crazy guys. 
They sleep until noon but we have to get up to teach." Carol 
and I taught a kindergarten head start in the mornings, crafts 
in the afternoons, and had our open house each night. 
I followed suit, yawning as she did. "Yeah, crazy guys." 
Smiling to myself, I changed position. Carol and I slept on 
the floor in a small side room because in the big room a win-
dow had been broken. There was a board over it, but the 
board slid up easily and one could then reach through to un-
lock the door. In the small room our two sleeping bags 
could hardly fit side by side on the floor. But we slept well, 
usually. 
Again the horses raced by. Those Indians know how to 
ride! They love horses. They live horses. I remembered the 
many times I had watched a horse, large and graceful, racing 
through the young wheat with a hard young boy bent for-
ward over his neck, and urging him on even faster. The 
Indians rode without saddle or reins, at one with the horse. 
Crash! A bottle smashed out by the road. "Grief! I 
hope they broke that in the grass and not near the road. 
Crazy guys are lubricated." 
"Yeah, lubricated." I was almost asleep. Only the clock 
sounded, tic toe, tic toe . . . and Carol's quiet breathing. 
"Oh, no." Carol's moan was deep within her sleeping 
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bag, and annoyed, calling me awake. "The boys are coming 
in again. Wish they'd learn that when open house is over, 
it's over." Carol wriggled more deeply into her sleeping bag, 
like she did after she turned her alarm off each morning. 
I hadn't heard anything. I listened for sounds. No more 
hoof beats. No noise at all. I remembered when the boys 
came in before. They had been drinking then, too, and had 
brought a pow wow drum. Carol and I had dressed quickly 
and burst out infuriated, kicking them out. Our move had 
been swift and forceful and they had left in surprise—sud-
denly. 
Yes, I could hear the tell-tale scrape of wood against 
wood as the window board moved up. The boys were coming 
in again. "Well, what do you think?" Two-thirty a.m., my 
clock said. Carol sighed and sat up. I sat up too, the cold air 
biting through my flannel pajamas. We dressed quickly, 
quietly, and then slipped the lock on the door. We waited, 
listening to our breathing, listening for a clue as to what was 
happening in the darkness of the large room. 
"Geez!" A hoarse voice whispered across from the win-
dow. Carol and I moved into the room and crept toward the 
light switches. They were fumbling with the door now. 
Would they leave if we yelled at them to go away? Probably 
not . . . they were almost inside now. Carol and I stood to-
gether at the switches, listening to their whispers and low 
laughs. They were probably planning how they were going 
to surprise us . . . how they were going to strike up pow 
wow and laugh to see us burst forth sleepy-eyed and mad. 
But we were not asleep. We were standing in the shadows, 
fingers on the switches, intent upon making their visit as 
short as possible, listening to their whispers and their joking, 
waiting for the door to swing open. 
"Hoke!" Triumphantly whispered, their word for yes 
reached our ears, followed by the whisper of moccasins on 
the floor. We paused a moment, then threw the switches to 
reveal five startled boys tiptoeing across the floor. 
"Aiyee!" came their whoops as they ran for cover to their 
favorite hiding places. They were like the deer we had 
blinded with a torch at the drinking hole. 
"Stop, you goof heads!" The answering hoot came back 
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from the closets, from behind the piano, from under the ta-
ble, from the trap door leading to the gas heater. Helplessly, 
Carol and I stood by the switches wishing they hadn't come 
in, wondering if maybe we couldn't just go back to our sleep-
ing bags and trust the boys to behave. 
But no. We couldn't do that. The boys were irresponsi-
ble when they were drunk. I remembered watching Geifford 
roll his car three times when he was drunk, just for the thrill. 
The car had looked awful and I had been in a cold sweat. 
He had only laughed. For a moment Carol and I stood look-
ing at the reflection of dismay and disgust in the face of the 
other. The church was quiet and the coldness crept from the 
open door, numbing our bare feet. 
"Aiyee!" Hearts jumping we swung back to the door to 
find a bronzed bull of a boy presenting himself like an un-
steady toreador—shoulders back, head high. 
"Hi, Duane." It sounded weak, inadequate . . . but 
what more could we say? He stood proudly, his hair swirled 
in all directions, eyes red, swaying ever so little and awaiting 
our reactions. It was in that silence that I noticed the blood 
at his feet, and then on his wrist. 
"Duane, you've cut yourself . . . let us wrap your wrist 
and then you can go home." It must have been he that 
reached through the broken pane to unlock the door. His 
eyes widened and he lifted his wrist, letting a whoop split 
the air. 
"Geez, I'm dyin'!" A laughing cry followed as he stag-
gered about the room holding his wrist high, calling to the 
closet, the piano, the table. "Geez, I'm dyin'! Look, I'm 
dyin'!" He reached the opposite wall and struck it soundly 
with his other fist, once, twice, then turned to the room to 
announce his death again. Yet the cut was small and obvi-
ously wouldn't require more than a couple band-aids. 
"Duane, knock it off." The voice was firm and deliber-
ate. William was at the door. Duane quieted, for the boys 
of Hurricane Hills knew that what William said, went. He 
was older, around twenty, a great horseman, had finished 
high school . . . and was the son of the chief. 
He stood in the doorway, rocking on his heels, hands in 
his pockets. He wore his cowboy hat at a cocky angle and 
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was half-smiling at us. He was often serious, always cynical. 
He was cynical then. "See you girls are havin' an open 
house." 
"Hi, William." It also sounded inadequate . . . weak, 
but what more could we say? 
"Geez, I'm dyin'!" Duane was at it again. I'd never 
seen anyone so drunk before and I watched in amazement. 
"Come on, let's wrap your wrist." He didn't seem to 
hear. Carol went for the first-aid kit in the kitchen. 
"No, I'se gonna finisha job!" Half smiling he pulled 
from his pocket the knife we had watched him make that 
afternoon, swiping it recklessly through the air. 
I knew the knife was sharp. It was very cleverly made 
from a can and a clothespin. With scissors he had fashioned 
a blade from a tin can, making it several layers thick, and 
sharp as a razor blade. He separated a spring-type clothespin, 
placed the end of the blade between the two halves, and then 
bound the halves securely together with wire. I had been 
impressed with the strength of his fingers. He didn't have 
pliers, only fingers, and he had twisted the wire tightly, se-
curely around the knife. Then he had set up a target on our 
tree and had practiced sending the knife whistling through 
the bull's-eye. 
"Duane, come on, you goof ball. Put that thing away, 
and let us bandage your wrist." I tried to keep my voice light 
and to treat Duane's threat as a joke. "Come on, you're 
messin' up the floor." 
Duane dropped his hands to his side and looked at the 
floor. Tears came to his eyes and he began to sob. Sob after 
sob heaved out of his barrel chest and the tears ran off his 
cheeks. I looked helplessly to William, for I was bewildered. 
William was leaning against the door jamb and watching 
calmly, a detached smile touching his lips. He almost seemed 
to enjoy the spectacle, like it was a movie scene instead of his 
good friend there crying. 
Duane was my friend and I meant to let him know it. 
"Duane, please don't cry . . . please don't." I had never 
seen an Indian cry, for they are a stoic people and hide their 
pain. I remembered watching Duane chase and catch a year-
ling colt once, leap on it and get thrown so hard that he 
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bounced twice. He had laughed and said that it didn't hurt. 
There he was, then, sobbing openly, and with other boys 
present. "Duane, what's wrong? Tell Carol and me, and 
maybe we can help." I was standing next to him now. The 
smell of liquor was heavy around him. 
"Duane Hotomanie, that's me . . . I'se the worsest guy 
on the reserve . . . the worsest guy. Everybody hates me 
. . . everybody." 
"Duane, Carol and I don't hate you . . . you're one of 
our best friends . . . one of our best friends." 
"Yes, Duane, we like you very much . . . very much." 
Carol was next to me, giving me support. 
"Yes, but you'ses good people . . . you'ses Caravaners 
. . . at's different. Everybody else hates me . , . the wors-
est guy on the reserve . . . Hotomanie and Adams." 
Adams. I had never met Bernie Adams for he was in 
the reform school for stealing a car. He and Duane had gone 
to race. It had been a bad night for them. They had rolled 
the car on a gravel road and Winston Spenser had been 
pinned beneath with the hot manifold across his back. The 
boys had tried to turn the car over and had rocked the mani-
fold across his back. When they got the car off, the manifold 
had burned all the way to the backbone. 
The doctors had said he wouldn't live, but somehow he 
did. He was still in the hospital but he was alive. Duane and 
Bernie Adams had been lucky, for if Winston had died things 
would have gone worse for them. 
"You and Bernie learned your lesson, though. You 
won't do that again." I said it with more conviction than I 
felt. 
"But Mom . . . she still loves me and I'se the worsest 
guy on the reserve. Everybody hates me . . . I outa' be 
dead, for the good I am . . . I'm no good to nobody." 
I looked towards William. His eyes smiled back and 
he pulled out his cigarettes. How could he just stand there 
with Duane in need of his friendship and kind words? Carol's 
look asked the same question. 
Suddenly Duane slashed at the air with his knife and 
Carol and I involuntarily backed away. Again he angrily 
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slashed at the air. ' 'No good to nobody!" 
"William, do something!" Carol's voice was pleading. 
William dropped his cigarette outside the door and 
sauntered over to Duane, the cynical smile still playing at 
his lips. "Come on, kid . . . time to go home. You're lu-
bricated." 
"I 'm not lubricated, I'm not!" Duane straightened up 
and tried to steady himself. 
"Ya' are." 
"Get out!" Duane slashed out with his knife and Wil-
liam jumped back. 
"Now, don' t you get buggered up, Duane . . . you're 
in the church." 
"I 'm not buggered up! Geez!" Out swung the knife 
again. William ducked and then returned one smooth blow 
to the jaw. Duane staggered backwards and then fell into 
the ten gallon water barrel, knocking it on the floor with a 
crash. A shocked look was on his face. William was still 
smiling, and as water ran two inches deep over the floor, 
heads popped out from the closet, from behind the piano, 
from under the table. 
"We'll be leavin' now." William sloshed over to Duane 
and pulled him to his feet. "Ready to go home?" His voice 
was surprisingly gentle. We trailed behind as he steered 
Duane through the door. 
"Don' t worry. He won't remember a thing tomorrow." 
Then loud enough for all to hear, William announced, "The 
boys will stay 'n' help ya' clean up. You'll have a clean floor 
ta' show fer yer open house." A wry smile twisted his lips 
and he passed into the night. 
